Clinical and electrodiagnostic abnormalities of the median nerve in dental assistants.
Descriptive. To determine the presence of clinical and electrodiagnostic abnormalities of the median and ulnar nerves in both upper extremities of dental assistants. A high prevalence of median neuropathies at, or distal to, the wrist have been reported in dentists and dental hygienists. But there is a paucity of literature on the incidence of abnormalities of the median or ulnar nerves in dental assistants. Thirty-five United States Army dental assistants (24 female, 11 male; age range, 18-41 years) volunteered for the study. Subjects completed a standardized history and physical examination. Nerve conduction status of the median and ulnar nerves of both upper extremities was obtained by performing motor, sensory, and F-wave (central) nerve conduction studies. All electrophysiological variables were normal for motor, sensory, and F-wave (central) values when compared to a chart of normal values. Based on comparison studies of median and ulnar motor latencies within the same hand, 9 subjects (26%) involving 14 hands (20%) were found to have electrodiagnostic abnormalities of the median nerve at, or distal to, the wrist. The other 26 dental assistants demonstrated normal comparison studies of the median and ulnar nerves in both upper extremities. In this descriptive study of 35 dental assistants, 9 subjects (26%) were found to have electrodiagnostic abnormalities of the median nerve at, or distal to, the wrist (when compared to the ulnar nerve of the same hand). Ulnar nerve electrophysiological function was within normal limits for all subjects examined.